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Abstract 
Title: Developing A Picture Book Collaboratively With Children 
Jenny Torgerson 
The Book 
Emilia Lewis is a country kindergartener who loves her rural way of life. She 
has a big house with plenty ofrooms for hide and seek, a pasture to run in, and a 
backyard pond for fishing. But Emilia's world changes drastically when her dad 
takes a summer long job in New York City. Everyone tells Emilia that she is lucky to 
have such a chance for adventure, and that the city will be an exciting place to be. 
However, when Emilia arrives, she finds things are very different. The city is dirty, 
smelly and crowded. Emilia gets pushed around on the sidewalk, trampled in 
elevators and squished on the subway. There is no room to run, no trees to climb 
and Emilia even has to share a room with her baby sister. The city is not at all what 
she expected. However, Emilia's fates change when her family, as tenants of 
Gramercy Park South, receives their key to the private park. Emilia finds that even 
in the dirty crowded city she didn't think she could ever love there is one small place 
that she can. Emilia makes it through the summer and when it's time for her family 
to move back home she is not sorry to say goodbye to New York, but she is a little bit 
sad to say goodbye to Gramercy Park and to the friend she made. 
In a young child's life, change can happen frequently. That change can be 
overwhelming, especially for four and five year olds who often have no control over 
the change in their lives. Be it the move to a new house, starting school or a new 
activity, or welcoming new siblings, early childhood can be full of dramatic changes. 
Learning to cope with these changes is a vital life skill for young children. The story 
is designed to give children some ideas about what change is about and the possible 
positive consequences, and hopefully provide a jumping off point for discussion 
about change. 
Research about the construction of the Emilia's Grand Adventure 
The research involved four focus groups with children in the age range of the 
primary characters and the way those focus groups caused changes to take place in 
the construction of the story. The first focus groups were conducted with.children 
who live in New York City, while the last focus group was with a group of 
rural/suburban children who validated other aspects of the story. 
Child Development literature informed the process of writing and the focus groups 
extending the author's knowledge and understanding of children's literature and 
development. 
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When I first began to plan for this project, I was intrigued by the concept 
of place, and the importance of the relationship between place and a child's life. 
However, as my work progressed, my conception of the project changed, and 
although still important, I began to reexamine place through the lens of the 
relationships that bloom in different places, and in turn, how those relationships 
affect a child's life. 
I began by writing a draft of a children's book, and then arranging to read 
that book at four different focus group sessions to groups of four and five year 
old children. In the focus groups, we discussed the merits of the book, their 
feelings about the story, and ways in which, in their opinion, the book could be 
improved. Between each of the focus groups, I reevaluated my book draft and 
made appropriate changes; some drastic, some minor. At the end of this project, 
in Appendix One, can be found a finished, illustrated version of the book. 
Working with the children in the four focus groups that I held gave me a 
new appreciation of both my own writing, as well as the impact of children's 
literature on a child. The dialogue in the focus groups helped me to reevaluate 
my work, as well as reassess the developmental aspects at play in the story. The 
effect on me was immeasurable, and although the finished project was certainly 
not what I envisioned at the outset, I am assured that it is infinitely better for 
undergoing this research process. 
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Focus Group 1 
For my initial focus group of students, I selected ten children all between 
the ages of 4 and 10 months and 5 and 6 months, all of who are students at the 
school I currently work at. I wanted to work with children with whom I already 
have a relationship in the hope that they would be more willing to discuss their 
views on the story with me. 
Before reading, I explained to them that after school, I go to a different 
school where I work on becoming a better teacher, and that this project was my 
homework for that school. The children thought that this was absolutely 
hilarious and they were more than eager to be a part of it. I began by reading the 
first draft of my book, and afterwards, asked for their thoughts. 
Initially, I got little more than "that was really, really good" (Sophie, age 5 
and 4 months) and" Encore!" (Zoe, age 4 and 10 months). However, after some 
further encouragement, they were much more critical. Since the book is still in 
it's very early stages, I simply read the story, without any pictures. However, the 
children were very concerned that the book didn't have any pictures and told me 
multiple times that the story would be much better if I went and drew some. At 
one point I asked what I could do to make the story seem more real, and Diya 
(age 4 and 11 months) responded that "we could make some pictures of her and 
then put them you're your book". I suppose that I should have paid more 
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consideration to this before presenting the story to them, since illustrations are 
an integral part of children's literature. Children's books with effective 
illustrations contain "pictures show what the words tell-and more" (Lukens 
2007), and therefore the illustrations serve to enhance to story. Children today 
are "continuously blessed with well-illustrated literature (Lukens 2007), and 
may therefore have come to expect that the stories being read to them be 
accompanied by pictures. the experience would have been different had I told 
the story from memory rather than relying on a typed page. 
After promising that I would think more about illustrations before 
coming back to read again, the discussion turned to the children's feelings about 
Emilia's (the book's main character) initial dislike of New York City. I was 
particularly interested in discussing this point with the children since, as native 
New Yorkers, they inevitably have a different perspective than Emilia, who 
moves to new York during the course of the story. When I first asked them what 
they thought of someone disliking New York, they laughed. "How could anyone 
not like New York City? It's so exciting here!" exclaimed Sophie. Vinny (age 5 
and 2 months) responded that he thought New York was "the best place to live." 
I expected that they would react this way at first, since New York is their home, 
and I was very interested to hear their reaction to my next query: how would 
you feel if you made a move that was the opposite of Emilia's, and left New York 
City to live in a small town in the country? Vinny immediately responded that it 
would be "like outer space," and Avery (age 4 and 11 months) said that she 
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thought she "might be scared like Emilia." I expected such a reaction since 
young children struggle with feelings of fear over new places and situations 
(Oppenheim et. al 1986). I was gratified to find that even though they were 
initially unable to understand Emilia's fear of moving to New York City, they 
were ultimately able to identify with Emilia's fear of being in a new place and 
leaving her familiar surroundings. 
Additionally, I asked the children what they thought of Emilia finding the 
park and having that place become the thing that makes her like living in New 
York City. Their reaction certainly surprised me. Several children asked why 
Emilia had not found a friend in the park to play with. They were very 
concerned over the lack of other children in the city. As Gemma ( age 5 and 4 
months) said "I don't think I could maybe like living anywhere without having 
maybe some friends to play with." In my planning of the book, I had no 
considered including other children in the book. I was mostly focused on 
Emilia's relationship with nature, and how the park became a friend for Emilia. 
However, as I tried to explain this to them, I found myself met with blank looks. 
Thinking about it now, of course they want Emilia to have a friend in the story. 
Children aged four and five are beginning to rely increasingly more upon social 
relationships and find comfort and support beyond their families (Oppenheim et. 
al 1986), therefore it only makes sense that they would want to see that need 
reflected in the book. Zoe suggested that Emilia "meet a friend in the park and 
then she can be friends with the park and with her new friend." All of these 
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comments lead me to believe that perhaps I ought to think about abandoning the 
park-as-friend concept, as it may be too obtuse for four and five year olds to 
comprehend without laborious explanation, and even then, they would perhaps 
not be able to comprehend it in a meaningful way. 
Moving forward, I have much to consider. This first reading really 
opened my eyes to the ways in which I can change and improve the story. For 
the next draft, I will focus on creating some preliminary illustrations and 
establishing another child character for Emilia to befriend. I think that 
ultimately, these changes will only enhance to meaning and character of the 
story, and serve to make it more accessible to readers. 
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Book Draft 1 (read at Focus Group 1) 
Mornings are the thing Emilia loved best. Running through still dewy 
grass to a rickety old school bus, full and warm from a bowl of hot oatmeal. In 
the country, mornings start before the sun is even up. When the tractors roar to 
life and the chickens start to cluck, and suddenly the whole world is humming. 
Emilia had heard people say before that life in the country had a slower pace, but 
in all her five years of life, she had never heard anything quite so ridiculous. Life 
in the country was always an exciting adventure! From those first morning 
moments, to her momma's lullaby at night, Emilia's days were full. She had 
important work to do climbing trees and fishing in the pasture pond in summer, 
sledding down the backyard hill or making snowmen in winter. For Emilia, life 
was perfect. 
After a particularly full day of kindergarten, tree climbing, tire swinging 
and hide-and-seek with her baby sister, Molly (who happened to be a terrible 
seeker!), Emilia sat down to dinner. Breathlessly, she told her family about her 
adventures. 
"And then-" said Emilia 
"Emilia" said her father. 
"I reached the branch-" continued Emilia. 
"Emilia" repeated her father. 
"and I saw the robin-" Emilia went on. 
"Emilia!" shouted her father. 
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"Huh?" asked Emilia. 
"Emilia, I've been trying to get your attention. Momma and I have 
something to tell you. I got a new job. And the best part is that you and me and 
Momma and Molly get to live in New York City for a whole summer!" 
Emilia stared at him then burst out laughing. "That's funny, Daddy!" 
Emilia giggled. "Do you want to hear the rest of my story?" 
"Emilia," her father replied, "I'm not being silly, we are really going to 
New York City! For the whole summer! Isn't that exciting?" 
Emilia did not know what to think. New York City? Where was that? Did 
they have goats in a city? Where would the live? Where would she play? What 
about their house and her school? Suddenly, Emilia did not feel well at all. 
"Can I go to bed?" she asked. 
"Bed? Asked her mother, 'We haven't finished dinner. We have a special 
dessert. Are you sure?" 
Emilia just nodded. She was too confused to answer. 
The next morning, when Emilia woke up, she was sure it had all been a 
bad dream. She ran down the stairs for breakfast, excited to tell her parents 
about a silly dream. Of course they weren't going away! 
As Emilia charged into the kitchen, her father said, "Good morning, 
sweetheart! Feeling excited for the grand adventure?" 
Emilia skidded to a stop and a sick feeling grew in her belly. It hadn't 
been a dream after all! 
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The whole day, Emilia could not stop thinking about New York City. At 
school, Emilia went to the library and found a book with pictures of New York. 
She stared at the pages. There didn't seem to be a lot of trees, or fields or 
animals, and there were people and buildings everywhere! Her father had called 
this a grand adventure, but Emilia wasn't so sure .... 
As the days went by, and moving day drew closer, it seemed like everyone 
Emilia knew thought there adventure would be grand indeed. 
"What a dream!" said Emilia's teacher. 
"I'm not sure .... " said Emilia. 
"You'll have such fun!" said her grandma. 
"I don't know," said Emilia. 
"You're so lucky!" said her classmates. 
''I'll trade you," said Emilia. 
When the big day arrived, Emilia took one last look around her yard. 
"It's only a summer," she thought to herself, "I can do it." She climbed 
into the car, and waved a sad little wave as the car pulled away and the house 
faded into the distance. 
When her family arrived in New York City, Emilia was amazed. !twas 
exactly like the book, but even more crowded and noisy and busy. She didn't 
know where to look! Everywhere Emilia turned, there was something new to 
look at. Emilia climbed out of the car, took a big breath, grabbed her mommy's 
hand and marched into her new building. It was certainly bigger than their old 
house, but their apartment was certainly tinier. Where were the trees and places 
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for her to climb? What if she wanted to run or play hide and seek? Each day in 
the city brought new challenges. Emilia was squished on the subway, honked at 
by taxi cabs and trampled in elevators. She even had to share a bedroom with 
baby Molly who cried and woke her up at night. This adventure wasn't feeling 
grand at all! 
Just as Emilia was feeling worse than she ever had before, a little green 
box arrived in the mailbox. Emilia's mother opened the box and pulled out a key 
and a note that read "Welcome to Gramercy, please use this key and enjoy the 
park." 
"How exciting!" said Emilia's mother, "we can go in the park outside, 
won't that be fun!" 
"Not as fun as a pasture" thought Emilia. Certain that this would be just 
another reason not to be excited, Emilia reluctantly took her mother's hand and 
trudged across the road, up to the park's gate. Emilia took the key from her 
mother's hand and fit it into the lock. As she pushed open the door, Emilia 
gasped. She had never noticed all the flowers! And all the space! 
"Go ahead," said Emilia's mother. 
"I don't know .... " said Emilia. 
"Run around" encouraged her mother. 
"Ummm ..... " said Emilia 
"Come on!" said her mother. 
"Okay, fine," grumbled Emilia. 
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Cautiously, she took a step forward, and then another, and then another 
until she was running. It felt so good to run! She ran and jumped and cart 
wheeled down the path, over and over again around the square. When her 
mother said it was time to go, Emilia did not want to leave. 
"We'll come back tomorrow," promised her mother. And they did. Every 
day, Emilia ran and played in the little private park. As the days and weeks went 
by, New York City seemed less and Jess strange and Emilia felt happier and 
happier. 
By the time the summer drew to a close, Emilia was even a little bit sad to 
leave. She went one last time to the little park and looked around. 
"I'll miss you," whispered Emilia. 
When her family returned home to the country, Emilia was overjoyed! 
She ran around the pasture, climbed her favorite tree and rolled down the big 
hill in the backyard. When school started again, Emilia was so happy to see all of 
her friends again too. They all wanted to hear about her grand adventure. 
"Was it fun?" asked her friends. 
"Well .... " said Emilia 
"Is it different?" they persisted. 
"Yes!" replied Emilia. 
"Will you miss it?" they all wondered. 
And to her very great surprise, Emilia answered, "a little bit I will." And it 
was true. 
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Focus Group 2 
When I returned to do the second focus group, I went back to the same 
group of four and five year olds. They were excited to see what I had returned 
with. We began by reading the new draft of the story and then we discussed the 
changes made since the last time. 
When creating the second draft, I decided to focus primarily on the 
addition of a friend character for Emilia to relate with. Although I had originally 
envisioned that Emilia would adapt to New York City by finding Gramercy Park, 
the children were so insistent that Emilia needed to connect with another child, 
and so strongly denounced the idea of "park as surrogate friend," that I felt in 
order to make the story meaningful for them, I must add a second child 
character. Consequently, I decided to add another little girl that Emilia 
encounters and befriends in the park. The children loved the addition of the 
second character. As Gemma said, "having a friend makes it seem more real 
because I wouldn't play in the park by myself without at least a friend to play 
with." Avery seconded Gemma's reaction and agreed that having a friend made 
the story seem "more like playing in real life and not just pretend playing. 
Interestingly, the children were not too keen at first with Emilia's new 
friend's name: Abigail. Gemma asked, immediately after the story was finished if 
Abigail was a "boy name or a girl name." However, she remembered after I told 
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her that Abigail was a girl name that there was actually a girl in her soccer class 
named Abigail. Perhaps this is a reflection of our Upper West Side school 
community's penchant for unusual monikers rather than more traditional names 
(we have had a Ptolemy, a Druv and a Vannie), or perhaps Abigail was simply a 
name that was unfamiliar to this particular group. However, I decided to keep 
the name Abigail for the character after reading that the Social Security 
Administration had listed Abigail as the seventh most popular name nationally 
for 2011. 
During this reading, the children made a suggestion similar to requesting 
the addition of a friend for Emilia. Vinny suggested that Emilia have a pet dog 
that lived at her house with her, and several children seconded this idea. This 
desire to include an animal character is not surprising since children often are 
drawn to animal characters in books (Lukens 2007). I told them that I was 
afraid that if we put dog into the story that it would make it too long and 
complicated. Vinny responded that "it wouldn't be complicated, you just write a 
sentence about a dog and then she has a dog and one sentence isn't very long." 
However, I explained that I was afraid that I was going to have to disappoint 
them since I truly do not feel that I would be able to include a dog, a move, and a 
new friend all in one book and do them all justice. I then asked Vinny if he had to 
choose, if her thought it would be better for Emilia to have a dog, or a new friend, 
and he responded "definitely the friend." Consequently, I think I will retain 
Abigail, over the addition of a dog. 
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Additionally, I was concerned that some of the vocabulary would be too 
difficult for the children to understand. Since stories can be powerful tools of 
teaching and learning (Kohl 1995), I wanted to include language that would push 
the vocabulary the children already knew, while at the same time not making it 
too complex for them to comprehend. However, children can increase their 
vocabulary, often dramatically, by reading, or hearing, new words in the context 
of other words that they already know (Tompkins 2003). However, at one point 
during the reading, Diya ( age 4 and 9 months) did asked what the word "faded" 
meant, but after a quick explanation, she said she understood, and we returned 
to reading the story. When I asked the children what they thought of the 
language in the book, Iris ( age 5 and 2 months) responded that it was "just right 
for five and six and maybe even four year olds," so I felt reassured that it was not 
too far beyond their grasp. 
As our discussion progressed, Josie (age 5 and 6 months) made a 
comment that made me feel that the intentions of my story were clear. Josie 
said that she liked "how Emilia did her friend making for herself and on her own 
without her mom." I was struck by Josie's comment, because I had purposefully 
written the story so that it was about Emilia and the way in which she made her 
own piece with her family's move, and her befriending Abigail is one way in 
which she does that. In The Magic Years. Selma H. Fraiberg, writes that it is 
important for children to find their own "best means" of dealing with a difficult 
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or painful situation (Fraiberg 1959). I attempted to reflectthis belief when 
writing Emilia's story. Josie went on to say that sometimes she likes to "decide 
who [I am) going to play with and not have mom decide." This sense of 
independence can be very appealing to young children and they are often drawn 
to books that depict children in empowered roles (Oppenheim et al. 1968). 
After careful consideration of Josie's comments, I feel hopefully that I may have 
successfully instilled that sense of independence into the story. 
Lastly, we ended with a discussion of potential book titles. I thought that 
the children might enjoy having a say in what the book was called. I was nervous 
that their suggestions would be more silly than helpful, but was pleasantly 
surprised to find that their suggestions actually reflected what had happened in 
the book. Gemma initially suggested that the title be Emilia Makes a Friend, 
which I though aptly described what happened in the story. However, Josie 
quickly dismissed Gemma's suggestion. She suggested that the book be called 
Emilia Wants to Go to the Park and Makes a Friend. Again, this suggestion was a 
very apt description of what happened in the story. Although we did not come to 
any agreement as to what the book would ultimately be called, I was gratified to 
find that they had not only paid attention, but had understood and remembered 
the content of the story. To me, this means that the story not only meant 
something to them, but also that they had a valuable experience in hearing and 
discussing it. 
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Book Draft 2 (Read at Focus Group 2) 
Mornings are the thing Emilia loved best. Running through still dewy 
grass to a rickety old school bus, full and warm from a bowl of hot oatmeal. In 
the country, mornings start before the sun is even up. When the tractors roar to 
life and the chickens start to cluck, and suddenly the whole world is humming. 
Emilia had heard people say before that life in the country had a slower pace, but 
in all her five years of life, she had never heard anything quite so ridiculous. Life 
in the country was always an exciting adventure! From those first morning 
moments, to her mamma's lullaby at night, Emilia's days were full. She had 
important work to do climbing trees and fishing in the pasture pond in summer, 
sledding down the backyard hill or making snowmen in winter. For Emilia, life 
was perfect. 
After a particularly full day of kindergarten, tree climbing, tire swinging 
and hide-and-seek with her baby sister, Molly (who happened to be a terrible 
seeker!), Emilia sat down to dinner. Breathlessly, she told her family about her 
adventures. 
"And then -" said Emilia 
"Emilia" said her father. 
"I reached the branch -" continued Emilia. 
"Emilia" repeated her father. 
"and I saw the robin-" Emilia went on. 
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"Emilia!" shouted her father. 
"Huh?" asked Emilia. 
"Emilia, I've been trying to get your attention. Momma and I have 
something to tell you. I got a new job. And the best part is that you and me and 
Momma and Molly get to live in New York City for a whole summer!" 
Emilia stared at him then burst out laughing. "That's funny, Daddy!" 
Emilia giggled. "Do you want to hear the rest of my story?" 
"Emilia," her father replied, "I'm not being silly, we are really going to 
New York City! For the whole summer! Isn't that exciting?" 
Emilia did not know what to think. New York City? Where was that? Did 
they have goats in a city? Where would the live? Where would she play? What 
about their house and her school? Suddenly, Emilia did not feel well at all. 
The whole next day, Emilia could not stop thinking about New York City. 
At school, Emilia went to the library and found a book with pictures of New York. 
She stared at the pages. There didn't seem to be a lot of trees, or fields or 
animals, and there were people and buildings everywhere! Her father had called 
this a grand adventure, but Emilia wasn't so sure .... 
As the days went by, and moving day drew closer, it seemed like everyone 
Emilia knew thought there adventure would be grand indeed. 
"What a dream!" said Emilia's teacher. 
'Tm not sure .... " said Emilia. 
"You'll have such fun!" said her grandma. 
"I don't know," said Emilia. 
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"You're so lucky!" said her classmates. 
''I'll trade you," said Emilia. 
When the big day arrived, Emilia took one last look around her yard. 
"It's only for the summer," she thought to herself, "I can do it." She 
climbed into the car, and waved a sad little wave as the car pulled away and the 
house faded into the distance. 
When her family arrived in New York City, Emilia was amazed. It was 
exactly like the book, but even more crowded and noisy and busy. She didn't 
know where to look! Everywhere Emilia turned, there was something new to 
look at. Emilia climbed out of the car, took a big breath, grabbed her mommy's 
hand and marched into her new building. It was certainly bigger than their old 
house, but their apartment was certainly tinier. Where were the trees and places 
for her to climb? What if she wanted to run or play hide and seek? Each day in 
the city brought new challenges. Emilia was squished on the subway, honked at 
by taxi cabs and trampled in elevators. She even had to share a bedroom with 
baby Molly who cried and woke her up at night This adventure wasn't feeling 
grand at all! 
Just as Emilia was feeling worse than she ever had before, a little green 
box arrived in the mailbox. Emilia's mother opened the box and pulled out a key 
and a note that read "Welcome to Gramercy, please use this key and enjoy the 
park." 
"How exciting!" said Emilia's mother, "we can go in the park outside, 
won't that be fun!" 
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"Not as fun as a pasture'' thought Emilia. Certain that this would be just 
another reason not to be excited, Emilia reluctantly took her mother's hand and 
trudged across the road, up to the park's gate. Emilia took the key from her 
mother's hand and fit it into the lock. As she pushed open the door, Emilia 
gasped. It was actually a little bit like a pasture. Cautiously, she took a step 
forward, and then another, and then another until she was running. It felt so 
good to run! She ran and jumped and cart-wheeled down the path, over and over 
again around the square. Just then, Emilia noticed another little girl running 
down the path. 
"Hi," said the new girl, 'Tm Abigail." 
"Hi," said Emilia, 'Tm Emilia." 
"Want to play tag?" asked Abigail. 
"Okay," replied Emilia. 
"You're it!" shouted Abigail. 
"Not fair!" called Emilia. 
All afternoon, Emilia and Abigail played together in the park. For the first time 
since coming to New York City, Emilia found herself smiling. When her mother 
said it was time to go, Emilia did not want to leave. 
"We'll come back tomorrow," promised her mother. 
"Me too!" said Abigail. "I live right across the street." Abigail pointed to 
the building right next to Emilia's building. They were neighbors! Every day, for 
the rest of the summer, Emilia and Abigail ran and played together in the little 
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private park. As the days and weeks went by, New York City seemed less and 
less strange and Emilia felt happier and happier. 
By the time the summer came to an end, Emilia was even a little bit sad to 
leave. She and Abigail went one last time to the little park and looked around. 
''I'll miss you," whispered Emilia. 
"Me, too." Abigail whispered back. "I never thought that New York City 
could be lonely with so many people around, but I think that I will be lonely here 
without you." 
When her family returned home to the country, Emilia was overjoyed! 
She ran around the pasture, climbed her favorite tree and rolled down the big 
hill in the backyard. When she got to the bottom, Emilia sat up and looked 
around. She was happy to be home, that was certain, but she did miss Abigail. 
The next day, a package came in the mail for Emilia. Inside, was a picture 
from Abigail, and a letter from Abigail's mom saying that they would be driving 
through Emilia's town on their way to Chicago for the holidays, and could they 
stop by for a visit? Emilia was thrilled! Her grand adventure with Abigail was 
only just beginning. 
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Focus Group 3 
For this focus group, I elected to not edit the text of the story. I spent 
considerable time debating whether or not this was the right course of action. 
However, after the last focus group, I felt very confident with the story and 
decided to present it to a different group to gauge their reaction. For this group, 
I used an entirely new group of students - all age five - in order to obtain a 
different perspective on the story. Additionally, I made sure that there were 
several boys in this group since I was particularly interested on their perspective 
of the story since it features two female main characters. 
After reading the story, this group was hesitant to share their opinions at 
first, and remained quiet for several minutes, and did not respond to my initial 
questions about the story. However, they were quick to respond when I asked 
them if they thought that friends were important. Immediately, a boy named 
Declan (age 4 and 10 months) responded, "friends are the most important except 
for maybe your mom or dad or your big brother." Another boy, Hudson (age 5 
and 3 months) replied to Declan's comment, saying simply "yeah, kids need 
friends." Their responses are, of course, developmentally appropriate since a 
major developmental task for young children is to "find some acceptance among 
one's age mates" (Oppenheim et. al 1968). I then asked them what they thought 
of Emilia's friendship with Abigail, and both boys were again eager to contribute. 
Declan said that Abigail was "important because Emilia was sad with no friends 
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and Abigail made her feel happy," while Hudson commented, "they seemed like 
real friends even though it was just a story." 
Hudson's comment paved the way for a discussion about how real the 
book seemed. Again, the children were eager to respond. Delia (5 and 10 
months) said that she felt the story was realistic because it reminded her of 
when her family moved to New York City from Washington, D. C., and how sad 
she was to leave all of her friends behind. As in the first focus group, the 
discussion turned to the commonly held fear over moving to a new place or 
situation (Oppenheim et. al 1986). Everyone agreed that it would be very 
frightening to be in Emilia's shoes and have to live somewhere new, and Delia 
shared more of her feelings about how she felt during her move. I was thrilled 
that Delia was able to make a connection between the characters in the book and 
her real life experiences. When I first began planning for this book, this was my 
greatest hope, that a "child might derive some personal meaning from hearing 
the tale" (Bettleheim 1975). 
Next, I asked the group if they felt that the friendship between Emilia and 
Abigail seemed real, and if there was anything I could change or add to make 
their friendship seemed more real. Everyone immediately nodded assent. Emma 
( age 6) responded, "it seemed really real even though I know it was just a book." 
Mia (age 4 and 11 months) commented that she felt the friendship between 
Emilia and Abigail was real because "real friends play together and help each 
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other not to feel sad." Since the Emilia and Abigail relationship is truly the crux 
of the story, I was gratified to find that, to Mia at least, it seemed real. 
As previously mentioned, I was anxious to know what the boys thought of 
the book, and whether or not they were interested in the story. Although 
Hudson and Declan had contributed to the discussion, I was unsure of their 
thoughts on the story itself. When I queried them on this topic, I was delighted 
by their responses. Oliver (age 5 and 3 months) said that, "just because it's girls 
in the book boys can feel sad and get friends too just like girls can." Hudson 
responded that "boys can be just like girls and I do the things sometimes the 
Charlotte (his sister) does and I can even be friends with girls too." I was 
pleased to hear that they had been able to identify with the story even though it 
was about the friendship between two girls. Although there is nothing gender-
specific in Emilia's struggle with her family's move or her friendship with 
Abigail, gender identity is "a primary source of meaning, pleasure and approval" 
(Masuchika Boldt 2004) for young children and I was concerned that the boys 
would deem the story to be too girly simply because of the characters' gender. I 
went as far as to ask the boys in the group point-blank if they thought the story 
was indeed "too girly" and Spencer (age 5 and 2 months) said "no, it's just a story 
and stories are for boys and girls," as the other boys nodded their agreement. 
Although I was somewhat surprised by their responses, I am grateful that they 
found the book interesting as well. 
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As I was ending the discussion, a little girl named Kaitlyn (age 4 and 10 
months) who had not previously spoken, raised her hand. She said that she 
wanted to tell me that the ending made her "happy because Emilia and Abigail 
got to still be friends." The ending, she said, was her favorite part of the story. I 
was particularly interested in Katilyn's comments, because I had originally 
considered ending the book with Emilia simply leaving New York and Abigail. 
However, this ending seemed to have an impact on Kaitlyn, enough that she was 
willing to raise her hand and comment on it, that I was glad that I had decided to 
include it in the book. I think that ending the book with the idea of a possible 
reunion for Emilia and Abigail gives the story a sense of hope, and the idea that 
something truly positive and lasting came out of Emilia's time in New York City. 
I asked the group if they agreed with Kaitlyn, and the answer was a very 
enthusiastic yes. Consequently, it made for a very upbeat ending to our 
discussion. 
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Focus Group 4 
For the last focus group, I found a group of students from the Wilmington, 
Delaware area. All of these reside on rural farms or in open, semi-suburban 
neighborhoods. Although they do live near in the Wilmington area, I was careful 
to select participants who live in settings that contrast as greatly with New York 
City as possible. I was interested in exploring readers' points of view that came 
from as different a setting as those who participated in the initial three focus 
groups as possible. 
Pursuant to this line of thinking, I began our discussion by querying the 
children on what they thought of Emilia's life in the rural setting. Immediately, 
they identified with her experiences. Emily ( age 5 and 3 months) responded 
that she rolls down the hill in her yard "every day and even climb[s] the trees 
too." Mel (Emily' sister, age 4 and 1 month) replied that they also "have a pond 
in the yard and get to fish into it sometimes like Emilia did." I was particularly 
affected by Mel's mention of this particular detail. Since concrete details are vital 
for young children to make connections with the story (Oppenheim et. al 1968), I 
had been careful to include just such references, was gratified to see that Mel had 
made a connection with one. 
Additionally, I asked the children how they felt about playing alone, as 
opposed to playing with friends. Since many of the children live in very remote 
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areas, I was especially interested to hear about how they perceived Emilia's 
initial solitary play in the book's opening. Chloe (age 4 and 2 months) 
commented that she "play[s] alone a lot," and that she "like[s] it, just like Emilia 
'cause it's fun to play alone." Many of the other children present nodded their 
heads in agreement. I asked if they preferred to play with friends, or if they felt 
it was better to play alone. Frank (age 5 and 5 months) responded that playing 
with friends was fun but "sometimes kids have to play alone if there aren't any 
other kids there, and you can maybe make up better stuff on your own anyway." 
This acceptance of their circumstances is an example of how limitations, such as 
not having friends in close proximity to play with regularly, can be accepted and 
turned into positives (Oppenheim, et. al 1968). 
After this conversation, our discussion turned to the topic they were most 
excited about: New York City. Before I could get them to respond to any of my 
queries, they peppered me with questions of their own about New York. None of 
the children in the group had ever been to New York City before, and they were 
eager to know if I had been and if the description in the book was what New 
York is really like. Molly (age 5 and 11 months) stated that if she ever had to 
move to New York City it would be like "going to the moon." I found this 
comment to be particularly noteworthy, since it echoed, almost exactly, Vinny's 
assertion in the first focus group that moving of New York City to a more rural 
area would be "like outer space." Reading is a process "involving a reader and a 
text at a particular time under particular circumstances (Rosenblatt 1982), and 
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consequently I found it interesting to note the similarity of these responses. 
These comments illustrate the universality of the young child's struggle with 
feelings of fear over new places and situations (Oppenheim et. al 1968). 
Although the children both come from different places, when faced with the 
same questions, their responses were almost identical. 
After Molly's comment, Ari (age 5 and 8 months) responded that she 
thought she would not like New York City because she is "little like Emilia 
and ... wouldn't want to get stepped on or squished." She asked me is I knew any 
other children who lived in New York City and liked it there, and when I told her 
I did, she said she thought they must be "weird kids." Ari's comments further 
reassert the importance of familiarity of place and situation in the lives of young 
children (Oppenheim et. al 1968). By expressing her disdain over a lifestyle so 
vastly different from her own, she is evidencing both her insecurity with the 
topic, and her lack of desire to leave the familiar and comforting circumstances 
of her current home. 
Lastly, I asked the children what they thought of Emilia's befriending of 
Abigail. Emily immediately responded that she too "has a friend named Abigail." 
Mel replied "yeah, but they didn't meet in a park like in the story." Frank 
responded that he did not have any friends named Abigail, because he liked "to 
play with boys best," and immediately turned to another boy in the group, Ethan 
(age 5 and 11 months) to confirm this assertion. This need for approval from 
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another child in the group illustrates the major developmental task among 
young children, "find[ing] some acceptance among one's age mates" (Oppenheim 
et. al 1968 p.141). Although Frank did not admit a connection to the friendship 
depicted in the story ( although he did later comment that he "really liked the 
book"), his comments reassured me that the initial addition of Abigail to the 
story did in fact serve the best interests of the book and its readers. This, too, 
was a consistency among all of the focus groups. By making friendship one of 
the book's central themes, children were readily able to identify with the books 
plot and characters, as well as find enjoyment in its reading. 
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Emilia Draft 3 
Mornings are the thing Emilia loved best. Running through still dewy 
grass to a rickety old school bus, full and warm from a bowl of hot oatmeal. In 
the country, mornings start before the sun is even up. When the tractors roar to 
life and the chickens start to cluck, and suddenly the whole world is humming. 
Emilia had heard people say before that life in the country had a slower pace, but 
in all her five years of life, she had never heard anything quite so ridiculous. Life 
in the country was always an exciting adventure! From those first morning 
moments, to her momma's lullaby at night, Emilia's days were full. She had 
important work to do climbing trees and fishing in the pasture pond in summer, 
sledding down the backyard hill or making snowmen in winter. For Emilia, life 
was perfect. 
After a particularly full day of kindergarten, tree climbing, tire swinging 
and hide-and-seek with her baby sister, Molly (who happened to be a terrible 
seeker!), Emilia sat down to dinner. Breathlessly, she told her family about her 
adventures. 
"And then-" said Emilia 
"Emilia" said her father. 
"I reached the branch -"continued Emilia. 
"Emilia" repeated her father. 
"And I saw the robin-" Emilia went on. 
"Emilia!" shouted her father. 
"Huh?" asked Emilia. 
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"Emilia, I've been trying to get your attention. Momma and I have 
something to tell you. I got a new job. And the best part is that you and me and 
Momma and Molly get to live in New York City for a whole summer!" 
Emilia stared at him then burst out laughing. "That's funny, Daddy!" 
Emilia giggled. "Do you want to hear the rest of my story?" 
"Emilia," her father replied, 'Tm not being silly, we are really going to 
New York City! For the whole summer! Isn't that exciting?" 
Emilia did not know what to think. New York City? Where was that? 
Where would the live? Where would she play? What about their house and her 
school? Suddenly, Emilia did not feel well at all. 
The whole next day, Emilia could not stop thinking about New York City. 
At school, Emilia went to the library and found a book with pictures of New York. 
She stared at the pages. There didn't seem to be a lot of trees, or fields or 
animals, and there were people and buildings everywhere! Her father had called 
this a grand adventure, but Emilia wasn't so sure .... 
As the days went by, and moving day drew closer, it seemed like everyone 
Emilia knew thought there adventure would be grand indeed. 
"What a dream!" said Emilia's teacher. 
"I'm not sure .... " said Emilia. 
"You'll have such fun!" said her grandma. 
"I don't know," said Emilia. 
"You're so lucky!" said her classmates. 
''I'll trade you," said Emilia. 
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When the big day arrived, Emilia took one last look around her yard. 
"It's only for the summer," she thought to herself, "I can do it" She 
climbed into the car, and waved a sad little wave as the car pulled away and the 
house faded into the distance. 
When her family arrived in New York City, Emilia was amazed. It was 
exactly like the book, but even more crowded and noisy and busy. She didn't 
know where to look! Everywhere Emilia turned, there was something new to 
look at. Emilia climbed out of the car, took a big breath, grabbed her mother's 
hand and marched into her new building. It was certainly bigger than their old 
house, but their apartment was certainly tinier. Where were the trees and places 
for her to climb? What if she wanted to run or play hide and seek? Each day in 
the city brought new challenges. Emilia was squished on the subway, honked at 
by taxi cabs and trampled in elevators. She even had to share a bedroom with 
baby Molly who cried and woke her up at night This adventure wasn't feeling 
grand at all! 
Just as Emilia was feeling worse than she ever had before, a little green 
box arrived in the mailbox. Emilia's mother opened the box and pulled out a key 
and a note that read "Welcome to Gramercy, please use this key and enjoy the 
park." 
"How exciting!" said Emilia's mother, "we can go in the park outside, 
won't that be fun!" 
"Not as fun as a pasture" thought Emilia, "and what kind of park needs a 
key to get inside?" Certain that this would be just another reason not to be 
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excited, Emilia reluctantly took her mother's hand and trudged across the road, 
up to the park's gate. Her mother balanced baby Molly on her hip and held the 
key out to Emilia. Emilia took the key from her mother's hand and fit it into the 
lock. As she pushed open the door, Emilia gasped. It was actually a little bit like 
a pasture. Flowers bloomed in every corner, a beautiful fountain sparkled in the 
sunshine, and there was plenty of space for turning cartwheels. Cautiously, she 
took a step forward, and then another, and then another until she was running. 
It felt so good to run! She ran and jumped and cart-wheeled down the path, over 
and over again around the square. Just then, Emilia noticed another little girl 
running down the path. Her curly red hair waved in the breeze behind her and 
she jumped and waved at Emilia. 
"Hi," said the new girl, 'Tm Abigail." 
"Hi," said Emilia, 'Tm Emilia." 
"Want to play tag?" asked Abigail. 
"Okay," replied Emilia. 
"You're it!" shouted Abigail. 
"Not fair!" called Emilia. 
All afternoon, Emilia and Abigail played together in the park. For the first time 
since coming to New York City, Emilia found herself smiling. When her mother 
said it was time to go, Emilia did not want to leave. 
"We'll come back tomorrow," promised her mother. 
"Me too!" said Abigail. "I live right across the street." Abigail pointed to 
the building right next to Emilia's building. They were neighbors! Every day, for 
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the rest of the summer, Emilia and Abigail ran and played together in the little 
private park. As the days and weeks went by, New York City seemed less and 
less strange and Emilia felt happier and happier. 
By the time the summer came to an end, Emilia was even a little bit sad to 
leave. She and Abigail went one last time to the little park and looked around. 
''I'll miss you," whispered Emilia. 
"Me, too." Abigail whispered back. "I never thought that New York City 
could be lonely with so many people around, but I think that I will be lonely here 
without you." 
When her family returned home to the country, Emilia was overjoyed! 
She ran around the pasture, climbed her favorite tree and rolled down the big 
hill in the backyard. When she got to the bottom, Emilia sat up and looked 
around. She was happy to be home, that was certain, but she did miss Abigail. 
The next day, a package came in the mail for Emilia. Inside, was a picture 
from Abigail of the two girls playing in the park, and a letter from Abigail's mom 
saying that they would be driving through Emilia's town on their way to Chicago 
for the holidays, and could they stop by for a visit? Emilia was thrilled! Her 
grand adventure with Abigail was only just beginning. 
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Conclusion 
In looking back on this process, I realize that there are several pieces I 
was unable to address both in the focus groups, and in the book itself. I waged a 
continuous battle between attempting to incorporate everything I wanted to 
have in the book, and ensuring that the book still remained an appropriate 
length for the intended age group. To that end, there are some things that I 
found it impossible to fit into the story. For example, I would have loved to 
include more of Emilia's relationship with her baby sister, Molly, who is only 
ever mentioned in passing. Additionally, there was the problem of where Molly 
was when Emilia and her mother were in the park. Lukens writes that 
illustrations can explain in a picture "what would take a page of verbal 
description" (Lukens 2007). Consequently, I depended upon a particular 
illustration of a sleeping Molly and both Emilia's and Abigail's mothers chatting 
on a park bench in the background, as Emilia and Abigail played in the 
foreground, to satisfy that issue, as well as the issue of how Emilia and Abigail 
were supervised in the park. Additionally, I would have loved to include a scene 
where Emilia reports back on her adventures with Abigail to her father, but 
ultimately decided that it was not essential to the story, and chose to leave it out 
of the book. 
Another aspect that I might have liked to develop was Emilia's 
relationship with her classmates in her country school, especially since the 
theme of friendship plays such a large role in the story. However, since Emilia 
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was only leaving them for the summer, I did not feel it was important to expound 
upon their relationship, but rather use them as a background tool to frame 
Emilia's pre-New York life. Perhaps in a future sequel somewhere Abigail visits 
and befriends all of Emilia's country friends. For now though, I decided it was in 
the best interests of the story to not develop them further. 
Lastly, there were aspects of Emilia herself that I chose not to explore 
further in the book. Although the ideas ofloneliness and playing alone were 
mentioned in the focus groups and in the story, I feel that in a longer version of 
the book, they could have perhaps been developed further. In my imagining of 
the character, Emilia has an entire fantasy world that is hers alone as she plays 
out in the pasture. However, rather than explaining that further, I again chose to 
use illustrations, as well as some description of her play in the country to give 
the reader a sense of what Emilia's private world might be like. Also, I felt that a 
peek inside Emilia's head would have been best served through the use of first-
person narration, which was ultimately not the style that I wanted to use in the 
book. 
Through the writing of this project, and working with the children in the 
focus groups, I truly developed my understanding of the power of children's 
literature. I was not expecting the focus group children to react nearly as 
strongly as they did, or to have such wonderful insight into the characters and 
plot. Many of them mentioned the book, or asked questions about how the story 
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was going long after their focus group had met, and they continue to be 
interested in the finished product. Reading and discussing the story lead them to 
want to think further about the experience and come back with more ideas and 
inquiries, which is a testament to both their creative power and the power of 
books as a springboard for discussion and learning. 
Also, I gained a new perspective on just how critical and discerning young 
readers can be. What I initially thought would have been a wonderful children's 
book, was not something that they were able to make a connection with. This 
reinforces the importance of having dynamic, varied book options available in an 
early childhood classroom. Although it may be something that speaks to a 
teacher, it may not carry similar value for a young reader. 
Going forward, I will have a new respect for children's literature and 
children's authors. This was certainly not as simple an experience as I imagined 
that it would be when I began. However, I feel it is one that held great value for 
me, and hopefully too, some small meaning for the children that I worked with 
along the way. Although I may not have written a lasting children's classic, the 
experience was for me, as it was for Emilia, a grand adventure. 
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Mornings are the thing Emilia loved best. Running 
through still dewy grass to a rickety old school bus, full and 
warm from a bowl of hot oatmeal. 
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In the country, mornings start before the sun is ev.en 
up. When the tractors roar to life and the chickens start to 
cluck, and suddenly the whole world is humming. Emilia 
had heard people say before that life in the country had a 
slower pace, but in all her five years of life, she had never 
heard anything quite so ridiculous. Life in the country was 
always an exciting adventure! 
1 
From those first morning moments, to her momma' s 
lullaby at night, Emilia's days were full. She had important 
work to do climbing trees and fishing in the pasture pond in 
summer, sledding down the backyard hill or making 
snowmen in winter. For Emilia, life was perfect. After a 
particularly full day of kindergarten, tree climbing, tire 
swinging and hide-and-seek with her baby sister, Molly (who 
happened to be a terrible seeker!), Emilia sat down to 
dinner. Breathlessly, she told her family about her 
adventures. 
2 
"And then -" said Emilia 
"Emilia" said her father. 
"I reached the branch-" continued Emilia. 
----···--------- ----
"Emilia" repeated her father. 
"and I saw the robin-" Emilia went on. 
"Emilia!" shouted her father. 
"Huh?" asked Emilia. 
I 
"Emilia, I've been trying to get your attention. Momma 
and I have something to tell you. I got a new job. And the 
best part is that you and me and Momma and Molly get to 
live in New York City for a whole summer!" 
3 
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Emilia stared at him then burst out laughing. "That's 
funny, Daddy!" Emilia giggled. "Do you want to hear the rest 
of my story?" 
"Emilia," her father replied, "I'm not being silly, we are 
really going to New York City! For the whole summer! Isn't 
that exciting?" 
Emilia did not know what to think. New York City? 
Where was that? Where would the live? Where would she 
play? What about their house and her school? Suddenly, 
Emilia did not feel well at all. 
4 
The whole next day, Emilia could not stop thinking 
about New York City. At school, Emilia went to the library 
and found a book with pictures of New York. She stared at 
the pages. There didn't seem to be a lot of trees, or fields or 
animals, and there were people and buildings everywhere! 
Her father had called this a grand adventure, but Emilia 
wasn't so sure .... 
As the days went by, and moving day drew closer, it 
seemed like everyone Emilia knew thought there adventure 
would be grand indeed. 
"What a dream!" said Emilia's teacher. 
('". ,, •i 
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"I' t " "d E "li m no sure .... sa1 m1 a. 
"You'll have such fun!" 
said her grandma. 
"I don't know," said Emilia. 
"You're so lucky!" 
said her classmates. 
"I'll trade you," said Emilia. 
5 
When the big day arrived, Emilia took one last look 
around her yard. 
"It's only for the summer," she thought to herself, "I 
can do it." She climbed into the car, and waved a sad little 
wave as the car pulled away and the house faded into the 
distance. 
6 
When her family arrived in New York City, Emilia was 
amazed. It was exactly like the book, but even more crowded 
and noisy and busy. She didn't know where to lookl 
Everywhere Emilia turned, there was something new to look 
at. Emilia climbed out of the car, took a big breath, grabbed 
her mother's hand and marched into her new building. It 
was certainly bigger than their old house, but their 
apartment was certainly tinier. Where were the trees and 
places for her to climb? What if she wanted to run or play 
hide and seek? Each day in the city brought new challenges. 
Emilia was squished on the subway, honked at by taxi cabs 
and trampled in elevators. She even had to share a bedroom 
with baby Molly who cried and woke her up at night. This 
adventure wasn't feeling grand at all! 
7 
Just as Emilia was feeling worse than she ever had 
before, a little green box arrived in the mailbox. Emilia's 
mother opened the box and pulled out a key and a note that 
read "Welcome to Gramercy, please use this key and enjoy 
the park." 
"How exciting!" said Emilia's mother, "we can go in the 
park outside, won't that be fun!" 
"Not as fun as a pasture" thought Emilia, "and what 
kind of park needs a key to get inside?" 
Certain that this would be just another reason not to 
be excited, Emilia reluctantly took her mother's hand and 
trudged across the road, up to the park's gate. Her mother 
balanced baby Molly on her hip and held the key out to 
Emilia. Emilia took the key from her mother's hand and fit 




It was actually a little bit like a pasture. Flowers 
bloomed in every corner, a beautiful fountain sparkled in the 
sunshine, and there was plenty of space for turning 
cartwheels. Cautiously, she took a step forward, and then 
another, and then another until she was running. It felt so 
good to run! She ran and jumped and cart-wheeled down the 
path, over and over again around the square. 
9 
Just then,- Emilia noticed another little girl running 
down the path. Her curly red hair waved in the breeze 
behind her and she jumped and waved at Emilia. 
·' 
"Hi," said the new girl, "I'm Abigail." 
"H' " 'd E 'li "I' E ill' " 1, sa1 m1 a, m m a. 
"Want to play tag?" asked Abigail. 
"Okay," replied Emilia. 
"You're it!" shouted Abigail. 
"Not fair!" called Emilia. 
All afternoon, Emilia and Abigail played together in the 
park. For the first time since coming to New York City, 
Emilia found herself smiling. When her mother said it was 
time to go, Emilia did not want to leave. 
"We'll come back tomorrow," promised her mother. 
"Me too!" said Abigail. "I live right across the street." 
Abigail pointed to the building right next to Emilia's 
building. They were neighbors! 
10 
Every day, for the rest of the summer, Emilia and 
Abigail ran and played together in the little private park. As 
the days and weeks went by, New York City seemed less and 
less strange and Emilia felt happier and happier. 
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By the time the summer came to- an end, Emilia was 
even a little bit sad to leave. She and Abigail went one last 
time to the little park and looked around. 
11 
"I'll miss you," whispered Emilia. 
"Me, too." Abigail whispered back. "I never thought 
that New York City could be lonely with so many people 
around, but I think that I will be lonely here without you." 
'------·· - -
When her family returned home to the country, Emilia 
was overjoyed! She ran around the pasture, climbed her 
favorite tree and rolled down the big hill in the backyard. 
When she got to the bottom, Emilia sat up and looked 
around. She was happy to be home, that was certain, but 
she did miss Abigail. 
12 
The next day, a package came in the mail for Emilia. 
Inside, was a picture from Abigail of the two girls playing in 
the park, and a letter from Abigail's mom saying that they 
would be driving through Emilia's town on their way to 
Chicago for the holidays, and could they stop by for a visit? 
Emilia was thrilled! Her grand adventure with Abigail 
was only just beginning. 
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